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Reflection for 28 Feb 2021, Lent II: Changing Times require New Business Cards  
Genesis 17:1–7, 15–16   The covenant between God and Abram and Sarai 
Mark 8:34–38         Challenging words for would-be disciples 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

“Where is home?” Folks will ask me and I have to pause before I answer. Depends on 

what you mean by “home”?  “Where are you from?” Or where do you live? 

A friend used to say, “My home is wherever my license plate says it is.” 

That may or may not be so for everyone. For some, it is another place, a place of 

origin, or a place of connection—a place of the heart. Perhaps someplace where they 

don’t live any more, but would like to. 

Some of us came to Canada, rather than being born here. I arrived with my earthly 

belongings in a U-Haul 30 years ago, plus several carloads that subsequently followed. 

Others have arrived here with little more than the clothes on their backs. Fleeing 

oppression, war or famine, or just looking for new opportunities for their children, they 

left the familiar and came to a new land, often without either English or French; without 

anything but their wits and a solid determination to make a new life in a new land. 

Except for a few with First Nations heritage, all of our ancestors made a similar journey 

if we ourselves did not. 

The Christian faith has its roots in the concept of a journey. Long before Jesus called 

disciples and others to travel with him on the journey that ended in Jerusalem, the 

senior citizens Abram and Sarai were called to go on a journey to an unknown land. 

Even though Abram and Sarai were part of a nomadic people, the tribe was of crucial 

importance. To ask someone to pick up stakes (literally as they lived in tents, after all), 

and journey into the unknown, more or less alone, would have been very frightening. 

And would have felt very foolhardy. But they set out in faith, on a journey that would 

take generations and never really finish. 

It didn’t really finish, because it was a journey of faith and that never ends. The life of 

faith IS a journey, not a place where we arrive.  

Several years ago, I read Marcus Borg’s final book, Convictions, during Lent. Borg 

outlines several categories of Christianity, from conservative to progressive. One of the 

things that defines the latter group is that it continues to evolve or change, with new 

understandings. We know we don’t have all the answers, because we never “arrive” at 

a final or full understanding and the faith conversation is ongoing. 

We are always “on the way.” Interestingly, and not coincidentally, that is what early 

followers of Jesus said about themselves. That they were “on the way,” following 
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Jesus. “The way” came to be a name for the life of a Christian—the way of Jesus, the 

way of one who walks with Jesus. 

Name changes are part and parcel of this journey, often because our identity evolves 

through the experience. Many of us had nicknames as youngsters and came to a time 

in our lives when we wanted to be recognized by our adult name. In my family, Steve 

became Stephen. Angie became Angela. Robbie became Robert.  

When a baby is baptized, the ministers asks, “What is this child to be called?” That is 

because baptism was once a naming ceremony, the time when the infant’s name was 

revealed. 

In Roman Catholic tradition, when a person is confirmed, they choose a new name 

which becomes a permanent part of their given name, after their first and middle name 

and before their surname. Nuns entering some religious orders still choose a new 

name, as does a new pope.    

Biblical names are often filled with meaning. The change from Abram to Abraham is 

more than just adding a letter or two; likewise the change from Sarai to Sarah involves 

more than spelling. The change is subtle, but significant. Abram means “multitude” or 

“many,” but Abraham means “father of many.” Christians, Jews, and Muslims all claim 

him as their common ancestor in faith. His change of name reflected the covenant God 

made with him: that he would, indeed, become the father of multitudes. 

Sarah’s name change may be even more subtle. Sarai seems to be a diminutive 

meaning “my princess,” an endearment. Sarah now has a significant grown-up title 

meaning she is a noblewoman or lady.  

Jesus renamed Simon to Peter, derived from Greek Πέτρος, Petros (meaning "stone, 

rock.") In our times, he might have been “Rocky” and the pun would be intended, as he 

is often called the Rock on which the church was founded. 

Here at East Plains United Church, we are part of a faith community that has been on 

a journey of faith for 178 years, with a number of name changes along the way.  

Those of you who have been here for 40 or 50 years or more can tell of temporary 

detours and permanent road closures and how you found life and community in ways 

and places you had not envisioned or planned. For those here today, COVID19 is one 

of those detours. 

Who you were, and who the forefathers and mothers here were, contributed to who we 

are today. Yet, we are not finished. We have not arrived at that place where we can say, 

“change is over, we have arrived, and we can predict stability for the next fifty 

years.”  We are especially aware of that since we are in an intentional transition time. 
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Now, being out of our building almost a year due to COVID19, we feel that even        

more so. With every change, our collective journey changes. And it will change for the 

better, the more intentional we are about what it means to journey in faith together. 

Lent is often seen as a time of intentional journeying. If you are of the mind to give up 

something for Lent, do it so that you can do something else.  If you are giving up junk 

food, take the money and give it to the food bank or to the Mission and Service Fund. If 

you are giving up an hour of television or Facebook, spend that time re-connecting with 

your family or neighbours, even if it has to be on the phone or at a distance right now.  

At St. Paul’s United Church in Paris, the congregation with which I served before 

coming here, we hosted an Intentional Community for young adults in the former 

manse. I actually had the privilege of living with them several days a week until 

Stephen and I moved to Paris in 2014. Some of us who did not have the option of living 

with members of the Intentional Community at St. Paul’s Place, wanted the spiritual 

discipline of joining them as companion members.  

On the second Sunday in Lent that year, we covenanted with the congregation and 
with the intentional community living at St. Paul’s Place. We each chose one thing to 
focus on in each of four aspects of the Community’s Rule of Life, ways of deepening 
our relationship with God, ourselves, each other in community, and the earth. 

Focussing like that, with intentionality, is a game-changer. Walking with Jesus changes 
life as we know it. The rules of the game are different, because his are Rules of Life 
and welcoming relationship. Not rules that exclude, based on judging others as 
sinners.  

In our gospel, Jesus describes what it means to follow him as denying ourselves, 
taking up our cross, and following him. Cling to your life, and you’ll lose it, he says,   
but let go of it, and you will find life to the full. People sometimes misuse this phrase of 
taking up one’s cross, referring to burdens in their lives as their “crosses,” as if their 
illness or struggle with something sanctifies them, making them holy. Jesus is talking 
about something so much bigger in our journey with him. 

He is calling us to give up trying to be “winners,” the successful ones who get to stand 
proudly alongside the judge and the prosecutor when others are being condemned. 
When we do, we risk becoming the accused ourselves, the rejected ones, the suffering 
ones, the ones condemned to carry a cross into the place of shame and death.  

To walk with Jesus and be like Jesus, let’s stop playing the morally superior game. The 
game of “us” and “them,” where we are the righteous and others are losers. The game 
that points fingers and calls people sinners or lazy or … you name it. And when we do 
remove ourselves from living like that, we may be regarded as going soft on sin, or 
giving comfort to people who supposedly don’t “deserve” it. 
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You may find that people who previously welcomed you as “one of us” look at you with 
suspicion and keep their distance when you hang out and defend the kind of people 
Jesus hung out with and defended. You’ve stopped playing the compulsory game, the 
us-and-them game, the human game, the so-called “hunger games” of scarcity and 
finger pointing. In short, you will have taken sides with the one who knew his journey 
into the “holy city” would likely lead to his rejection, suffering and death—as it had for 
many prophets before him.  

If you walk with Jesus, and continue to follow him on this journey that we recommit 
ourselves to each Lent, then you may indeed find yourself as blessed by God’s 
promises, as those who emerge from the valley of death into the promised land of 
resurrection life and the wide open spaces of God’s limitless love. 

And that will be a game-changer, if we as Christians come to be known as being 
different from the judgmentalism with which Christianity often has been associated.  

One of the areas in which Christians have been particularly judgmental is in attitudes 
toward people whose sexual orientation or gender identity does not conform to what 
used to be considered within society’s norms. In the United Church, we finally began to 
talk about that about forty years ago. In 1988, after much study, The United Church of 
Canada’s national governing body, the General Council, decided that all people were 
welcome to be part of our denomination. Because the decision had been made 
previously that any member in good standing could become a minister, that decision 
opened the doors for members of the LGBQT2IA+ community to be ordained. To be 
clear, the 1988 decision was about membership, not ordination. And that opened the 
doors to ordination for many who had been previously excluded, explicitly or implicitly, 
from membership. 

While the United Church now has quite a few ministers and leaders within that 
community, many folks who are part of it still feel uncomfortable in churches that 
previously rejected them. That is why our Official Board has taken steps to enter a 
process to learn how to be an Affirming faith community. It is a process that is Public, 
Intentional, and Explicit. P.I.E. We will share more about P.I.E. on March 14, Pi Day. 
Meanwhile, come out and join our Lenten discussion on Wednesday nights at 7 pm 
about what it means to be Affirming. The link and phone numbers are in the 
Announcements section of the bulletin. 

Christianity is not about judging. It’s about love, and life, and relationship. Those are 
the rules of the game when we walk on the Jesus-path for our life journey.  

We are doing Lent differently in this pandemic Transition 
journey. We are living our faith differently. Who knows? It may 
even lead to new names (EPUC, an Affirming Faith 
Community!) and business cards and letterhead with a 
beautiful Affirm logo. 
 


